The Marquis bowed low. "Greetings, Lord Duke, in my Imperial
master's name. I bring you these."*
He proffered a package of some bulk, whose silken fastenings bore
the Emperor's seal.                                                                   *
Mechanically Andrea Dona took it. But he did not look at it, or
even at the Marquis. His deep-set eyes continued from under their
craggy brows to stare at Prospero, who, self-contained, stood in
slimly athletic contrast to the bulky and gaudy Don Alvaro. He
cleared his throat.
"I had not expected that Your Excellency would be accompanied.
Least of all by Messer Prospero Adorno."
Del Vasto was suavity incarnate. "When you have read my
master's letter, your lordship will understand the occasion of Messer
Prospero's presence."
"Ah !" said the Duke, and by a gesture repressed Filippino, who
would have spoken.
He broke the seals of the package. Out of it fell a little lily-hilted
sword all wrought in rubies and attached to a ribbon of red silk.
Gianettino stooped to recover and restore it. But he was left to hold
it whilst his uncle conned the letter from which it had dropped.
As he read, the Admiral's breathing became faintly audible; some
of the colour faded from his rugged countenance. He frowned at the
end, and paused to read it a second time, pulling at his beard the
while.
At last he raised his eyes and looked squarely at Del Vasto. "Your
lordship knows what is written here?"
"His Majesty honoured me with his confidence."
"And . . . And . . /* The Admiral hesitated before plunging
on. "And you believe what is written ?"
"Should I disbelieve what His Majesty asserts ?"
"But His Majesty ?  His Majesty believes this ?"
"Would he write it else?"
"By your leave." Andrea Doria passed the letter to Gianettino,
and the two nephews fell to reading it, their heads together. The
Admiral advanced a pace or two, carrying himself very erect, his face
set in sternness. "There is in all this so gross a misapprehension that
almost I ask myself am I being mocked."
This was no more than the exordium. But here Prospero inter-
vened, to check whatever might be about to follow. "Give me leave a
moment with my Lord Andrea," he begged the Marquis.
"With me, sir ?" cried the Admiral. "What can you have to say to
me?" "
"There is an investiture with which you are charged, my lord. I
can understand that you may be unwilling to perform it."
"More than unwilling, sir.   Much more than that,"
"Yet I do not despair of persuading you. If," he turned again to
del Vasto, "you'll give me leave, Alfonso."
"Why . . . since it is your wish," agreed the understanding
Marquis, and he led out the reluctant Don Alvaro.
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